This book is an ethnographic study of the young people at the Mostar Gymnasium, the first integrated school in post-war BosniaHerzegovina, in order to examine the impact of international state-making interventions, ethnic nationalism and ethnicisation on ordinary people (p. 9). Author Azra Hromadžić argues that peace-building and state-making practices can easily lead to the disappearance of the locals, which is referred to as the creation of an empty nation (p. 5).
Divided into six chapters, Hromadžić introduces the reader to different societal aspects, such as ethnic tensions and divisions and the rise of nationalism and peacekeeping practices, which impact the youth at the Gymnasium. Furthermore, the importance of language and spatial governmentality are key words in the first three chapters, while the last three inform the reader of how the concept of narod (translated as nationhood, peoplehood) (p. 24) appraises the young people's everyday discourses and practices. The ethnographic study reveals that despite the existence of an empty nation, the youth community does experience a certain level of integration within the walls of the Mostar Gymnasium.
The book offers a well written and outstanding understanding of segregation and integration, in particular, by relying on long-term ethnographic research, which gives a better understanding of the youth community. However, as Hromadžić has experienced the divisions and tensions of the Bosnian society on a personal level, you cannot help wondering the impact of her own experiences on the interpretation of the ethnographic accounts. Nevertheless, the book presents a complex picture of a specific group within postwar Bosnian society.
Each chapter is more captivating than the last one, in particular chapter 3, which focuses on the practice of bathroom smoking at the Gymnasium, identifies how students are freely and happily mixing in the bathrooms and how ethnic divisions disappear through the practice of smoking. Hromadžić captures therefore in such a simple way how public toilets in the Gymnasium become a space of the 'production of identities' (p. 87) and therefore of integration, which otherwise does not take place outside.
In my opinion, this thrilling book is a thought-provoking ethnographic contribution and relevant to scholars of European and Balkan cultural ethnography. Nevertheless, a wider audience interested in the situation of postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina will also highly appreciate this book.
Corina Filipescu (University of Birmingham)
